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in the present days? Do universities still have a public task? What are the appropriate func-
tions of higher education? What are the purposes of teaching and research? What counts 
as relevant knowledge and what counts as an appropriate higher education? Is the age of 
Universities (late 11th c. — early 21st c.) in the West getting to a close? Whose discourses are 
achieving dominance?
Meanings related to the identity, principles and practices of the university have been 
reworked in profound and contradictory ways, generating tensions and disputes within the 
university and in its relations with the state and society. It is true that the questioning of 
the university is probably as old as the idea of the university itself, but we have been living 
WKURXJKDQDPSOLˉFDWLRQRIWKLVSKHQRPHQRQDWOHDVWVLQFHWKHVDVH[HPSOLˉHGE\D
QXPEHURIVFKRODUO\UHˊHFWLRQVIURPWKDWSHULRG,Q3RUWXJDO%RDYHQWXUD6RXVD6DQWRVZURWH















interests in these matters has been fueled by the practicalities of a daily life as teachers 
DQGUHVHDUFKHUVLQFUHDVLQJO\FRQVWUDLQHGE\HYHUJURZLQJDGPLQLVWUDWLYHWDVNV$FDGHPLFV
pp. 4 -14
Discourses of crisis and academia: Debating impacts on practices, values and identities
Academics Responding to Discourses of Crisis in Higher Education and Research
Zara Pinto-Coelho and Anabela Carvalho
5
have for long been challenged in one way or another by the phenomenon of mass higher 
education and the multiple problems linked to it. 6LQFHWKHPLGV1 however, there has 
EHHQDSURJUHVVLYHGHFUHDVHLQWKHQXPEHURIFDQGLGDWHVIRUKLJKHUHGXFDWLRQLQ3RUWXJDO
and subsequently an increasing competition among universities. Under market-like condi-
tions, universities have adopted survival strategies not always consistent with the pursuit 
RIWKHSXEOLFJRRG$PDUDO	0DJDOK¥HV6WDUWLQJZLWKWKH%RORJQD3URFHVV
which was presented as a fait accompliDQGOLYHGDVVXFKLQWKH3RUWXJXHVHSXEOLFXQLYHUVL-
ties, successive university reforms, together with the more recent rounds of budget cuts in 
SXEOLFˉQDQFLQJRIXQLYHUVLWLHVDQGRIUHVHDUFKKDYHKDGKXJHHIIHFWVRQWKHGDLO\OLYHVRI







$VRQHRIRXU LQWHUYLHZHHZULWHVHYRNLQJ<HDWVȢKRZFDQZHNQRZ WKHGDQFHU IURP WKH
GDQFH"$FDGHPLFVDQGUHVHDUFKHUVDUHQRWRQO\SOD\LQJWKHJDPHEXWDOVRDWOHDVWVRPHRI
WKHPQRXULVKLQJLWȣ0DJDOK¥HVWKLVYROXPH,IWKHUHLVDWUDLWWKDWGLVWLQJXLVKHVWKHXQLYHU-
VLW\ IURPRWKHU LQVWLWXWLRQV LW LV LWV FDSDFLW\ WR WKLQN LQ ORQJ WHUPV 6DQWRV














with far reaching consequences as there is little room to challenge this new common sense 
HIIHFWLYHO\DQGLQDZD\WKDWUHVRQDWHVZLWKVRFLHW\ȠVFRQFHUQV%XWDV&DVWHOOVUHPLQGVXV
XQLYHUVLWLHVDUHVXEMHFWWRȢWKHFRQˊLFWVDQGFRQWUDGLFWLRQVRIVRFLHW\DQGWKHUHIRUHWKH\ZLOO
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are struck by the cross-currents of the state, the market and civil society. Demand overload 
LVDGDLO\H[SHULHQFHRILQVWLWXWLRQVLQDFRQWH[WRILQFUHDVLQJVFDUFLW\RIUHVRXUFHVˉQDQFLDO
KXPDQDQGRWKHUV6LPXOWDQHRXVO\ WKH\PXVWUHPDLQIDLWKIXO WRWKHȢSXEOLFJRRGȣ LGHDOV
of  higher education. In addition, universities are dialogical entities in the sense that they 
are composed of multiple discourses and a plurality of community of practices (Trowler, 
7KHIDFWWKDWFHUWDLQH[SHFWDWLRQVDQGGHPDQGVDUHYRLFHGPRUHORXGO\DQGPRUH






One way to go down this path is through a conversation with our fellow scholars in 
order to know their opinions on key issues of the current debate on higher education and 
research. It is by now common sense that there is a global tendency towards a market-
oriented reform of universities and education systems, pressured by a number of structural 
FKDQJHV IUHTXHQWO\ GHVFULEHG LQ WHUPV VXFK DV QHROLEHUDO JOREDOL]DWLRQ WKH LQIRUPDWLRQ




the changing needs of their surrounding society and economy. While there is a general trend 
$PDUDO  H[SHULHQFHV LQ GLIIHUHQW FRXQWULHV LQVWLWXWLRQV GLVFLSOLQDU\ GRPDLQV DQG
academic milieus by different individuals will of course vary. Using an opportunity generated 
E\WKHRUJDQL]DWLRQRIWKHFourth International Conference of Critical Approaches to Discourse 
Analysis Across Disciplines DWWKH8QLYHUVLW\RI0LQKR%UDJDLQ-XO\ZHHQJDJHGLQD
process of interviewing some of our fellow academics. We wanted to gather their opinions on 
the use of crisis discourses in higher education and research, particularly on its institutional 
UHFRQWH[WXDOLVDWLRQDWWKH(XURSHDQ8QLRQDQGQDWLRQDOOHYHOVDVZHOODVDWXQLYHUVLWLHVDQG
UHVHDUFKFHQWUHVLQWKHVRFLDOVFLHQFHVDQGKXPDQLWLHVˉHOGVDQGWKHLPSOLFDWLRQVRIWKHVH
processes for the role of the state, the power and role of academics, the character of research, 
DQGIRUWKHUHODWLRQVEHWZHHQFHQWUDODQGSHULSKHUDO(XURSHDQXQLYHUVLWLHV
:H ˉUVW LQWHUYLHZHG IRXU NH\QRWH VSHDNHUV LQYLWHG IRU WKLV FRQIHUHQFH7KLV JURXS




order to cover more disciplines, to include academics from our own country and academics 
that due to their research interests and/or to their professional positions are involved in 
institutional policy-making, its implementation and/or its analysis.2 
2 )LYH LQWHUYLHZV WRRN D VHPLVWUXFWXUHG IRUP ODVWHG EHWZHHQ DQ KRXU DQG DQ KRXU DQG D KDOIZHUH WDSH UHFRUGHG DQG
IXOO\WUDQVFULEHG,QWKHRWKHUWKUHHLQWHUYLHZHHV$QWµQLR0DJDOK¥HV-RKDQQHV$QJHUP¾OOHUDQG0RLV«VGH/HPRV0DUWLQV
responded in writing to a set of questions (this option was due to a lack of resources to conduct interviews afar). 
Discourses of crisis and academia: Debating impacts on practices, values and identities
Academics Responding to Discourses of Crisis in Higher Education and Research
Zara Pinto-Coelho and Anabela Carvalho

This quest was restricted to the social sciences and humanities domains, a parti-pris 
H[SODLQHGE\RXUEHOLHIWKDWWKHVHGLVFLSOLQDU\ˉHOGVWHQGWREHFRQVLGHUHGdysfunctional 




DIIHFWHGWKHLURZQLGHQWLW\DQGUROHH[SUHVVHGE\DJHQHUDOFRQFHUQwith the future of the 





OHQJHȣ WRȢVWDELOLVH WKH ˉQDQFLDO DQG HFRQRPLF V\VWHPZKLOH WDNLQJPHDVXUHV WR FUHDWH
HFRQRPLF RSSRUWXQLWLHVȣ (XURSHDQ &RPPLVVLRQ D 7KH (8 UHVHDUFK SROLF\ LV QRZ
openly at the service of the corporate world:
Ȣ+RUL]RQLVWKHˉQDQFLDOLQVWUXPHQWLPSOHPHQWLQJWKH,QQRYDWLRQ8QLRQ
D (XURSH ˊDJVKLS LQLWLDWLYH DLPHG DW VHFXULQJ (XURSHȠV JOREDO FRPSHWL-
WLYHQHVVȨ+RUL]RQZLOOWDFNOHVRFLHWDOFKDOOHQJHVE\KHOSLQJWREULGJH
WKHJDSEHWZHHQUHVHDUFKDQG WKHPDUNHWE\ IRUH[DPSOHKHOSLQJ LQQRYDWLYH
enterprise to develop their technological breakthroughs into viable products 
with real commercial potential. This market-driven approach will include creat-
LQJSDUWQHUVKLSVZLWKWKHSULYDWHVHFWRUDQG0HPEHU6WDWHVWREULQJWRJHWKHUWKH
UHVRXUFHVQHHGHGȣ(XURSHDQ&RPPLVVLRQE
6ROYLQJ WKHˉQDQFLDO FULVLV WKXVEHFRPHV WKHRIˉFLDOPLVVLRQDQG leitmotiv of new 
knowledge quests.
,QWKLVFRQWH[WZHFDQRQO\DQWLFLSDWHIXUWKHUFRQVWUDLQWVIRUUHVHDUFKWKDWGRHVQRW
RIIHU HFRQRPLF ȢJURZWKȣ SURVSHFWV +RZHYHU WKH UHFHQWO\ DJUHHG 9LOQLXV 'HFODUDWLRQȞ
+RUL]RQV IRU6RFLDO6FLHQFHVDQG+XPDQLWLHVZKRVH6WHHULQJ&RPPLWWHHZDVKHDGHGE\
+HOJD1RZRWQ\WKHFXUUHQWSUHVLGHQWRIWKH(XURSHDQ5HVHDUFK&RXQFLOSRVLWVWKDWWKRVH
DUHDVDUHȢLQGLVSHQVLEOH LQJHQHUDWLQJNQRZOHGJHDERXW WKHG\QDPLF FKDQJHV LQKXPDQ








aspects of science and social science — the imaginative, creative aspect, and the aspect of 
rigorous critical thoughWȣ1XVVEDXPLVIRUQRZXQNQRZQ
In any discussion about the future of the university, the risk of being caught in a 
straight-jacketed thinking is real, with calls for reality on one side, and for the mythical 
JROGHQDJHRQWKHRWKHU2QZD\WRHVFDSHWKLVLVWRHQJDJHLQDGLDOHFWLFDOH[HUFLVHEHWZHHQ
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DFFHSWLQJLPSRVLQJVROXWLRQVDQGWDNLQJDSULQFLSOHGVWDQGȢLGHDOVWKDWKDYHQRUHDOLVWLF




Our interviewees do not necessarily agree on their analysis of the uses of crisis 
discourses in higher education and research, but we found nevertheless a fair amount of 
FRQVHQVXV%HORZZHVXPPDUL]HWKHPRVWLPSRUWDQWWRSLFVFRYHUHGLQWKHLUDQVZHUVZLWK




changes to a wider political agenda and to long-term societal trends associated with the 
HURVLRQRIWKHZHOIDUHVWDWHWKHVKLIWWRDQȢHYDOXDWLYHVWDWHȣ1HDYHDQGWKHGRPL-
nance of neo-liberal ideals across the globe.
7KH\H[SUHVVWKHLUFRQFHUQZLWKWKHLPSDFWRIWKHVHFKDQJHVRQWKHHQGXULQJLGHQWLW\
crisis of higher education, on the ways of running universities and research centres, on 
the nature of the education provided and the knowledge produced, on the geopolitics of 
knowledge, on the geopolitical relations between universities, as well as the effects of these 
changes on students and on access to higher education. 
6RPHRIRXULQWHUYLHZHHVFODLPWKDWWKHSUHVHQWFULVLVKDVUHLQIRUFHGWKHKHJHPRQ\RI
WKHHFRQRPLFGLVFRXUVHDQGLWVUHODWHGFRXQWHUSDUWWKHGLVFRXUVHRIPDQDJHULDOLVP$FFRUGLQJ





neo-liberal reforms. These regulatory mechanisms, says one of our interviewees, act through 
steering at a distance, that is, controlling what academic staff think and do in a disguised 
PDQQHU$QJHUP¾OOHUWKLVYROXPH DQGPRUHLPSRUWDQWO\WXUQLQJWKHPȢLQWRVHOIPDQDJLQJ
LQGLYLGXDOVZKRUHQGHUWKHPVHOYHVDXGLWDEOHȣ6KRUHDQG:ULJKW 
The interviewees relate the introduction of entrepreneurialism into the academic 
VFHQHȞGXHQRWRQO\ WRH[WHUQDO IRUFHVEXWDOVR WR LQWHUQDODFDGHPLFG\QDPLFVȞZLWK
positive and negative developments. The fact that evaluation criteria to recruit academic 
staff is getting more demanding is seen as a positive step inasmuch as it introduces open 
IRUPVRIFRPSHWLWLRQIRU MREVFRXQWHUDFWLQJHQGRJHQRXVWHQGHQFLHV5HJDUGLQJUHVHDUFK
the withdrawal of the state from higher education, in the shape of funding cuts, is seen by 
some as a potentially positive change considering that in the past it was sometimes associ-
DWHGȢZLWKJLYLQJSDUWLFXODUJXLGHOLQHVWRUHVHDUFKIRVWHULQJRUSURPRWLQJFHUWDLQDUHDVRI
UHVHDUFKȣ.U]\ĢDQRZVNLWKLVYROXPHand that it may contribute to fostering scholars’ inter-
HVWLQWKHVRFLDOUHOHYDQFHRIUHVHDUFK7KHSUHVVXUHWRZDUGVLQWHUQDWLRQDOL]DWLRQLVSRLQWHG
out as positive, as long as it stands for solidary cooperation, which is seen as fundamental to 
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ORQJHUFRQWUROOHGE\WKHQDWLYHVȣ0DU¯Q$UUHVH this volume).  
Nevertheless, the emphasis in the interviews is on the risks and negative effects 
of the profound institutional transformation in the university and its environments upon 
individual and collective identities, teaching, research, working conditions and conditions 
RI WKRXJKW DQG DOVR XSRQ VWXGHQWV 7KH FRQVHFXWLYH URXQGV RI ˉQDQFLDO FXWV WR KLJKHU
education institutions means, for some of the interviewees, less research and thus raising 




Those cuts have been leading to rising fees because universities now depend more on 





the contrary, to get the best possible students and results, you need to pay them. This is 
HVSHFLDOO\FOHDUZLWK3K'VWXGHQWVȨ<HWLI\RXPDNHWKHPSD\\RXDWWUDFWWKRVHIRUZKRP
academic diplomas need to have pay off sometime. In the long run, this kills higher educa-
WLRQVLQFHLWQHHGVSHRSOHZKRGRWHDFKLQJDQGUHVHDUFKIRULWVRZQVDNHȣ$QJHUP¾OOHUWKLV
YROXPH$FFRUGLQJWRWKHLQWHUYLHZHHVFXWVLQVWDWHIXQGLQJPD\DOVROHDGWRWKHFUHDWLRQ
RU WKH VWUHQJWKHQLQJRI VWDWXV KLHUDUFKLHV EHWZHHQXQLYHUVLWLHV WKH FORVXUH RI XQLYHUVL-
WLHVWKDWUHFUXLWIURPZRUNLQJFODVVHVVWXGHQWVDFRQFHQWUDWLRQRIDFDGHPLFSUHVWLJHDQG
SRZHU LQ D IHZ HOLWH LQVWLWXWLRQV DQG FRXQWULHVPDUJLQDOL]LQJPRUH SHULSKHUDO FRXQWULHV
DQGSXVKLQJWKHLUVSHFLˉFHGXFDWLRQSURJUDPPHVDQGUHVHDUFKSURMHFWVWRWKHIULQJHVRI
WKH (XURSHDQKLJKHU HGXFDWLRQ DQG UHVHDUFK DUHD7KH FDVH RI 3RUWXJDO LV H[HPSODU\ LQ
WKLVUHJDUG$V0DUWLQVWKLVYROXPHDUJXHVIRURYHUWZHOYH\HDUVWKH3RUWXJXHVHVWDWHKDV
EHHQ LPSRVLQJRQUHVHDUFKHUV LQWHUQDWLRQDOȢKHOSȣZLWKUHVHDUFKWKURXJKWKH3RUWXJXHVH
6FLHQFHDQG7HFKQRORJ\)RXQGDWLRQ )&7 ȢLQWHUQDWLRQDOȣPHDQVSUHGRPLQDQWO\ IURPDQ
$QJOR6D[RQJHRFXOWXUDODUHDȢ7KLVLQWHUQDWLRQDOȢKHOSȣLQUHVHDUFKZLWKODQJXDJHZLWK






6RPHRI WKH DFDGHPLFVTXHVWLRQ WKH HIˉFDF\RI DXGLWLQJSURFHGXUHV IRU DFKLHYLQJ
the aim of high quality mass higher education. They highlight the trend towards a growing 
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HYDOXDWLYH EXUHDXFUDF\ ZLWK KLJK WUDQVDFWLRQ FRVWV DQG XQFOHDU EHQHˉWV $FFRUGLQJ WR
0DUWLQVWKLVYROXPHWKLVJURZLQJEXUHDXFUDF\PHDQVWKDWȢthe university has decided to 
deny itself. It denies itself by organising regular consultations with students to register their 
opinions about their professors and the courses’ syllabi. It denies itself, when all it wants to 
do is communicate, listen, when it wants pedagogy and supervision, and neglects its obliga-
WLRQWRWHDFKȣ Other academics claim that in the evaluation and assessment of applications 
for research funding the concern with quality is not carried into the analysis of content and 
ULJRURIDFDGHPLFZRUN5DWKHUWKHFRQFHUQLVZLWKH[WHUQDOPHFKDQLVPVE\ZKLFKVXFKZRUN




for the humanities, an area where publishing a monograph is seen as harder work and 
WUDGLWLRQDOO\PRUHSUHVWLJLRXV%DVHGRQDQRQJRLQJ research project, one of the academics 
WKDWZHLQWHUYLHZHGXQGHUOLQHVWKDWWKHȢLPSRUWDQFHRI,6,DQG*RRJOH6FKRODULQGLFDWRUV
LVRYHUHVWLPDWHGȣDQGWKHDEVHQFHRIȢDQ\HYLGHQFHWKDWWKHVHLQGLFDWRUVKDYHEHFRPHDQ\
more relevant in decision-making situations such as third-party funding decisions or job 
UHFUXLWPHQWVȣ ($QJHUP¾OOHUWKLVYROXPH
The emphasis on research relevance and impact is in itself evaluated as a good thing 
by some academics. They claim, though, that the quality of research is endangered if it 
EHFRPHVDSURˉWVWHHUHGEXVLQHVVRU LI LWKDV WRSURGXFHȢYDOXH IRUPRQH\ȣ$FFRUGLQJ WR







cate research freedom concerning the subject, the question, the language or the theoretical 
DQGPHWKRGRORJLFDOSDUDGLJPVRIWKHUHVHDUFKZLOOQRWEHIXQGHGȣ0DUWLQVWKLVYROXPH
,QVRPHFDVHVSHRSOH IHHOFRQVWUDLQHGWRGHYHORSȢLGHDVWKDWVHHPWRDSSHDOQRW MXVW WR









The current research funding regimes, with their stress on useful knowledge, its 
economic and commercial utility, and the increasing dependence of knowledge producers 
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RQH[WHUQDOˉQDQFLDOVSRQVRUVKLSDUHWKXVVHHQDVPDNLQJFRPSHWLWLRQKDUGHUIRUWKHȢVRIWȣ









volume) and one should be aware that initiatives that are intended to enhance the hugely 
disregarded yet foundational research in humanities and social sciences, as is the case of 
WKRVHSURPRWHGE\QDWLRQDOFRXQFLOVIRUH[DPSOHPD\HQGXSVHOIUHSURGXFLQJDVRUWRID
ȢQDWLRQDOUHVHDUFKFXOWXUHȣLGHP







The current political and economic climate may actually be leading scholars to paralysis: 
Ȣwe go in (…) circles, saying that we do not do [something] because of the crisis (…) it’s like 
a constant censorship that’s limiting us, limiting our constructing whatever needs to be 
GRQHLQHGXFDWLRQDOWHUPVUHVHDUFK>HWF@ȣ0DFHGRWKLVYROXPH2QHRIRXULQWHUYLHZHHV
VXJJHVWVWKDWZHVKRXOGORRNDWFXOWXUHWRˉQGPRGHOVRIUHVLVWDQFHȢPXVLFWKHDWUHOLWHUD-
ture (…) are very important strongholds for the creation of discourses of resistance against 
WKHFULVLVȣ$UWLVWVFDQEHLQVSLULQJDVWKH\HQJDJHLQDZRUNWKDWLVȢGLVTXLHWLQJȣDQGWKDW
poses challenges to the current common sense (idem).
$VIRUIXWXUHDOWHUQDWLYHZD\VRIJRYHUQDQFHVRPHDFDGHPLFVQRWHWKDWRQHVKRXOG
QRW LGHDOL]H SDVW IRUPV RI UHJXODWLRQ DQG RUJDQL]DWLRQ RI UHVHDUFK DQG KLJKHU HGXFD-
WLRQDVȢWKHȢLYRU\WRZHUȣQHYHUH[LVWHGȣDQGȢFROOHJLDOJRYHUQDQFHȨZDVIDUIURPEHLQJ
GHPRFUDWLFȣ0DJDOK¥HVWKLVYROXPH. They appeal for a better balance between academic 
VHOIJRYHUQDQFHDQGDFFRXQWDELOLW\IRUKLJKOHYHOVRIVHOIUHˊH[LYLW\KRQHVW\DQGˊH[LELO-
ity among scholars vis-à-vis teaching, students and society, and for the advancement of 
ȢGLVFRXUVHV DQGSUDFWLFHV WKDW SURPRWHZKDW LVȢKLJKHUȣ LQ KLJKHU HGXFDWLRQȣ (idem) )RU
Martins (this volume) it is vital to combat melancholy — that aesthetic mermaid whose 
GHVLUHV DUH IXOˉOOHGZLWK RSHUDWLYHPRELOLVDWLRQZLWK QR WKRXJKW QRU VRFLDO RU SROLWLFDO
engagement — with the ethic criterion of critical unrest (…) Universities should be seen 
DVSODFHVRIXQERXQGHGIUHHGRPDVSODFHVRIDGHPRFUDF\WRFRPH$ERYHDOOXQLYHUVLWLHV
embody a principle of critical resistance and a potential for dissidence, guided by what 
-DFTXHV'HUULGDFDOOHGȢD WKLQNLQJRI MXVWLFH Ȩ ,W LV WKHLUXOWLPDWH MRE WRVDIHJXDUG WKH
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possibilities of the adventure of thought, and to transform both teaching and research into 
DQLGHDZLWKRXWZKLFKWKHSUHVHQWLVDSXUHIRUPIURPZKLFKDOOSRWHQWLDOKDVGLVDSSHDUHGȣ
:H ˉQLVK WKLV LQWURGXFWLRQ ZLWK 5XWK /HYLWDV  XQGHUO\LQJ WKDW DOWHUQDWLYH
discourses of possible futures demand a holistic thinking, an imaginary reconstitution of 
societies within which the future of education is embedded and within which we imagine 
ourselves otherwise. This kind of thinking allows us to judge what we are doing in light of 
what we should be doing and in light of who we might become. We have shown, hopefully, 
that there is no consensus among academics on many such matters. The university will 
FHDVH WRH[LVW LI LW LVQRWDEOH WRDFFHSWDQGWRFXOWLYDWH WKHVHGLIIHUHQFHV+RZHYHU WKLV
should not preclude us from engaging in inclusive debates about our practices, values and 
identities, and from initiating meaningful struggles for what we imagine to be best.
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